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For  the  residents  of  a  town,  it  is  often  difficult  to  describe  their  town's 
character--what  it  is  that  makes  it  special.    However,  when  this  character  has 
been  suddenly  changed  ,  the  townspeople  take  notice—and  it  is  too  late. 

With  the  tremendous  amount  of  growth  pressure  and  development  taking  place  in 
many  Massachusetts  towns  and    cities  today,  it  is  imperative  that  historical 
commissions  define  a  preservation  plan  which  will  protect  their  historic 
landscapes  as  a  whole,  not  just  individual  buildings.    The  following  report 
summarizes  eight  months  of  work  done  by  the  Belchertown  Historical  Commission, 
in  an  attempt  to  plan  for  the  preservation  of  the  town's  culture  and  character. 


"This  Project  has  been  funded  with  the  assistance  of  a  grant-in-aid  from 
the  Department  of  Interior,  National  Park  Service,  through  the  Massachusetts 
Historical  Commission,  Secretary  of  State  Michael  Joseph  Connelly,  Chairman, 
under  the  provisions  of  the  National  Historic  Preservation  Act  of  1966". 


I   prepared  by  the  Pioneer  Valley  Planning  Commission  June  1986 


Belchertown  is  a  54.17  square  mile  semi-rural  residential  community,  the 
largest  land  area  of  any  town  in  the  Hampden  and  Hampshire  county  region,  with 
rough,  hilly  terrain,  and  elevations  of  up  to  1,000  feet.    Bel chertown ' s  past 
development  has  been  based  on  an  agricultural  economy  of  dairying  and  fruit 
orchards,  although  in  recent  years,  this  base  has  been  eroding.    In  its  stead 
has  come  an  influx  of  single  family  development  which  threatens  to  overwhelm 
both  the  landscape  and  the  town's  strained  resources. 

The  rapid  residential  expansion  of  the  past  ten  years  can  be  attributed  to 
several  facts  which  make  Belchertown  extremely  attractive  to  prospective  home 
buyers.    The  major  factor  causing  this  influx  of  home  buyers  is  due  largely  to 
the  inflation  of  real  estate  and  housing  prices  in  the 

Springf ield-Holyoke-Chicopee  and  Amherst  areas,  driving  the  cost  of  a  single 
family  home  out  of  range  of  most  first  time  home  buyers.    At  the  same  time, 
the  decline  of  farming  has  left  large  tracts  of  land  open  and  available  for 
development.    An  excellent  system  of  highways  linking  Belchertown  to  major 
centres  in  the  valley  has  also  added  to  the  influx  of  residents,  turning 
Belchertown  into  a  commuter  town.    Between  1970  and  1980,  there  was  an 
increase  of  34%  in  commuters,  from  a  1970  figure  of  1,659  to  a  1980  figure  of 
2,515,  making  up  the  majority  of  the  40%  increase  in  the  population  during  the 
same  period.    The  major  roads  in  Belchertown  are  Route  181  from  Belchertown 
centre  to  Palmer,  Route  9  leading  from  Ware  to  Amherst  and  Northampton,  and 
Route  202  running  south  from  Belchertown  centre  to  Holyoke  to  intersect  Route 
91,  and  from  the  town  centre  north  to  Pel  ham  and  Shutesbury. 

In  light  of  recent  growth  figures,  an  increase  of  40%  in  the  population  over 
the  past  10  years,  and  the  increasing  interest  in  development  being  exhibited, 
the  residents  of  the  community  have  expressed  a  need  for  immediate  action  to 
protect  the  vital  natural  resources  of  the  town.    Concern  was  expressed  at  the 
1985  Town  Meeting  regarding  the  rapid  construction  of  new  homes  in  the 
agricultural  districts  of  the  town.    It  was  observed  that  rapid,  uncontrolled 
growth  was  having  an  impact  on  groundwater  purity,  open  space  areas,  and  the 
rural/agricultural  heritage  of  the  community.    A  Controlled  Growth  Committee 
was  established  to  study  the  problem  and  report  to  the  1986  Town  Meeting  a 
"means  for  orderly  growth  while  regarding  the  town's  rural  heritage  by 
protecting  active  farming  and  assuring  open  space,  and  while  guarding  against 
contaminating  groundwater." 

In  conjunction  with  the  Controlled  Growth  Committee's  efforts  and  the  efforts 
of  the  Agricultural  Lands  Preservation  study  group,  the  Historical  Commission 
was  interested  in  taking  a  closer  look  at  the  historical  resources  of  the  Tcwn 
and  potential  methods  for  their  protection.    The  Historical  Commission  spent 
several  meetings  discussing  the  character  of  the  Town  and  it's  historical 
resources,  and  also  spent  several  hours  driving  around  the  Town  critically 
assessing  the  Towns  assets  (Figure  1).    The  important  areas  in  Belchertown, 
upon  which  the  Historical  Commission  placed  priorities  for  preservation  are: 
1)  the  farm  roads  and  farm  lands,  many  of  which  present  spectacular  views  and 
which  are  the  basis  of  the  character  of  Belchertown  (Figure  2); 
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2)  the  Common  and  the  area  of  Commercial  development  surrounding  it;  3)  the 
outlying  residential  development  around  the  Common  in  Belchertown  Centre; 
4)  the  Route  9  corridor;  and  5)  the  Cold  Spring  area,  the  first  area  of 
Belchertown  to  be  settled. 

The  following  will  identify  the  character  of  these  target  areas,  their 
significant  features,  and  potential  methods  which  the  Town  might  employ  to 
soften  development  impacts. 

Scenic  Roads 

The  Historical  Commission  repeatedly  defined  the  character  of  Belchertown  in 
terms  of  it's  rural  heritage.    Discussions  with  other  Town  boards  and  comments 
from  residents  at  Town  meeting,  showed  that  it  was  precisely  the  rural,  open, 
and  wooded  aspects  of  the  landscape  that  people  in  Belchertown  held  most 
dear.    The  present  rate  of  residential  development  is  encroaching  on  this 
rural  scene:  the  neighbors  are  coming  too  close,  views  are  beginning  to  be 
obstructed,  and  roads  are  becoming  too  heavily  travelled.    The  character  of 
roads  are  determined  by  the  amount  of  tree  cover  and  the  fencing  or  stone 
walls  lining  their  borders,  and  then  the  views  outwardly  from  the  roads. 
Within  this  context,  the  Historical  Commission  decided  to  attempt  to  implement 
a  Scenic  Roads  Bylaw.    This  bylaw  would  attempt  to  regulate  the  change  in 
character  of  roads  at  least  from  the  point  of  view  of  the  immediate  features, 
the  trees  and  stone  walls,  which  traditionally  have  been  associated  with  rural 
scenery,  by  requiring  a  public  hearing  for  road  reconstruction,  maintenance  or 
repair. 

Views  of  the  countryside  from  the  roads,  are  quite  a  bit  more  difficult  to 
regulate.    Belchertown  has  many  examples  of  spectacular  panoramic  views  across 
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the  valleys  between  the  hills,  and  especially  views  of  the  Holyoke  range. 
These  views  may  become  obstructed  by  the  growth  of  thick  vegetation  along  the 
road,  and  along  fencelines,  or  they  may  be  restricted  by  building.    The  most 
comprehensive  way  of  maintaining  these  views  is  to  maintain  the  land  in 
agriculture,  a  goal  set  by  the  Agricultural  Lands  Preservation  Committee.  It 
should  be  the  goal  of  the  Historical  Commission  to  become  involved  in 
discussions  on  Agricultural  Land  Preservation,  at  least  to  the  extent  of 
making  their  priorities  known  for  areas  of  preservation. 

Another  possibility  for  maintaining  the  more  spectacular  views,  is  to  obtain 
conservation  easements  to  the  property,  or  a  portion  of  the  property.  A 
landowner  can  receive  tax  benefits  as  an  incentive  to  donate  these  easements, 
which  typically  would  restrict  building  on  the  land.    The  Town  or  a  private 
land  trust  could  also  buy  the  easement  from  the  landowner,  although  because  of 
the  monetary  outlay  needed  for  this,  it  is  a  less  attractive  solution. 

The  Agricultural  Preservation  Program,  run  by  the  Massachusetts  Department  of 
Food  and  Agriculture,  is  one  program  which  may  help  to  retain  the  agricultural 
character  of  these  areas  of  Belchertown.    Under  this  program,  the  owner 
receives  a  payment  for  the  difference  in  price  between  selling  for  farmland 
and  selling  for  development.    A  deed  restriction  then  runs  with  the  property, 
and  the  land  must  remain  farmland  forever.    This  is  probably  the  most 
effective  tool  available  for  retaining  large  tracts  of  farmland  as  open  space. 

The  Town  Common 

The  Town  Common  is  probably  the  most  valuable  piece  of  open  space  in 
Belchertown,  both  from  a  historic  and  community  access  point  of  view.  Located 
at  the  intersection  of  Routes  202  and  181,  the  Common  is  at  both  the  physical 


and  cultural  centre  of  Belchertown.    The  Common  is  at  present  suffering  from 
too  much  traffic,  a  lack  of  large  shade  trees,  and  recent,  insensitive 
renovation.    The  Common  has  lost  much  of  it's  tree  cover,  which  dominated  the 
scene  in  many  early  photographs,  and  it  has  also  lost  part  of  it's  lawn  area 
to  a  parking  lot  in  the  south  end.    All  of  this  has  caused  a  loss  of  the 
feeling  of  lushness  and  greenery  for  which  New  England  Town  Commons  are  noted. 

Belchertown  should  consider  a  thorough  renovation  of  the  Town  Common  to  it's 
original  use  as  an  open  space  which  defines  the  centre  of  town.    The  Town 
Common  should  be  premanent  green  space  which  all  members  of  the  town  can 
enjoy,  as  well  as  providing  an  attractive  setting  for  the  downtown.  Monies 
for  the  renovation  can  be  accessed  through  the  town  or  can  be  applied  for 
through  the  Department  of  Environmental  Management's  City  and  Town  Commons 
Program. 

The  area  of  commercial  development  around  the  Common  has  tremendous  impact  on 
the  Common  as  well  as  on  the  character  and  image  of  the  Town  itself.  Although 
change  has  not  been  drastic  in  recent  years,  an  integrated  program  of 
rehabilitation  and  design  review  could  help  protect  the  charm  of  the  existing 
buildings.    A  comprehensive  sign  bylaw  limiting  the  type  of  signs  used  to  wood 
or  metal  -  no  interior  lit  signs  allowed  -  and  a  limitation  on  the  size  of 
those  signs  would  help  to  ensure  that  signs  do  not  become  detrimental  to  the 
beauty  of  downtown.    The  Town  should  also  adopt  design  guidelines  for  the 
rehabilitation  of  buildings  in  the  downtown,  thus  giving  the  building  owners  a 
guide  to  the  sensitive  renovation  of  historic  buildings. 

In  addition  to  these  cosmetic  solutions  to  the  visual  problems  of  downtown, 
the  town  should  consider  instituting  some  strict  zoning  provisions  to  retain 
the  character  of  the  downtown.    These  provisions  could  include  restrictions  on 
demolition,  infill  construction,  use,  and  building  height  and  setback  for  new 
construction.    These  provisions  could  give  Belchertown  the  needed  leverage  to 
guide  how  it's  historically  important  downtown  is  developed. 


The  Town  Centre 


The  Town  centre  has  many  superb  examples  of  period  architecture  spanning  all 
of  the  major  styles  during  the  region's  history.    It  is  a  uniquely  compact 
cross  section  of  the  history  of  Belchertown  and  the  region,  and  is  especially 
important  due  to  the  wonderful  condition  of  the  buildings. 

One  of  the  first  steps  that  the  town  should  take  is  to  initiate  a  National 
Register  nomination  for  the  district,  which  will  provide  a  measure  of 
protection  from  state  and  federally  funded  projects.    The  next  step  that  the 
Town  could  take  is  to  institute  a  local  historic  district  bylaw  under  Chapter 
40C,  which  could  regulate  additions,  demolition  or  alterations  to  existing 
properties  to  the  extent  that  the  Town  feels  is  warranted.    This  means  that 
the  town  may  want  to  regulate  the  area  very  carefully,  determining  whether  all 
alterations  meet  the  goals  of  the  district,  even  to  the  choice  of  paint 
colors,  or  the  district  could  be  very  lenient  and  regulate  only  major 
modifications,  like  building  additions,  demolition,  or  division  of  the 
building  from  a  single  family  to  multi family  units. 

The  town  center  historic  homes  should  also  be  protected  in  terms  of 
inappropriate  conversion  of  use,  and  infill  development,  especially 
immediately  around  the  Common  (Figure  3).    Zoning  of  this  area  to  residential 
and  limited  business,  with  infill  carefully  controlled  with  respect  to  design, 
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building  height,  bulk  and  setback  will  help  to  maintain  the  character  of  this 
area. 


A  Site  Plan  Review  Bylaw  would  be  a  major  step  toward  achieving  these  aims. 
With  carefully  written  provisions,  the  bylaw  can  regulate  additions  to 
existing  structures,  new  construction,  parking,  landscaping  and  signage.  With 
the  Historical  Commission's  input  on  site  plan  reviews,  inappropriate 
developments  in  historical  areas  can  be  eliminated. 


The  Route  9  Corridor 


The  Route  9  corridor  is  presently  under  extreme  development  pressure  from  the 
single  family  subdivision  of  small  acreage  lots.    Although  the  Route  9 
corridor    is  known  for  it's  rural  and  woodland  scenery  as  you  pass  through 
Belchertown,  this  is  fast  disappearing.    The  growth  and  development  prominent 
in  Amherst  are  creeping  outwards  and  are  making  their  impact  known. 


It  would  be  wise  for  the  Town  to  consider  at  this  point,  methods  for  lessening 
the  impact  of  residential  subdivision  on  this  road.    Implementing  a  cluster 
provision  in  the  zoning  and  subdivision  bylaws,  and  encouraging  its  use  in 
this  area  as  a  method  for  having  homes  set  back  off  the  corridor  would  solve 
some  of  the  problem.    Increased  setback  requirements  in  this  area  would  keep 
the  homes  at  a  distance,  away  from  this  heavily  travelled  artery,  and  would 
help  retain  some  aspect  of  the  rural  character  of  the  landscape.    As  for 
prohibiting  residential  development  in  this  area  entirely,  that  would  be  too 
harsh,  since  Route  9  is  a  major  access  for  commuters.    Also,  while  dense  and 
unregulated  development  threatens  the  landscape,  some  development,  and 
development  in  an  organized  fashion  is  necessary. 
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The  Cold  Spring  Area 

The  Cold  Spring  Area  of  Belchertown  is  the  area  first  settled  by  residents  of 
the  Town  in  1731.    This  area  today  is  characterized  by  rolling  farmland,  a 
good  deal  of  which  is  owned  by  the  University  of  Massachusetts,  a  few  existing 
historic  homes,  and  wide,  sweeping  views  of  the  countryside.    As  seen  in 
figure  4,  much  of  the  land  in  this  area  is  already  protected  open  space,  in 
either  private  or  public  hands.    However,  the  rest  of  the  land,  even  that  in 
active  farm  use,  is  potentially  available  for  development  in  the  future.  The 
Town  should  carefully  consider  the  impact  this  may  have  on  the  spectacular 
view  of  the  valley,  and  the  rural  landscape  as  a  whole. 

An  attempt  should  be  made  to  restore  the  one  remaining  17th  c.  home  in  this 
area  which  was  the  original  tavern  for  stage  stops  in  Belchertown.  Although 
money  for  restoration  is  not  plentiful,  once  nominated  to  the  National 
Register,  and  if  publically  owned,  money  could  be  accessed  through  the 
Massachusetts  Preservation  Projects  Fund,  or  through  the  National  Trust. 

The  Town  or  a  land  trust  may  also  wish  to  consider  the  acquisition  of 
conservation  or  preservation  easements  in  this  area  to  protect  the  historic 
and  spectacular  views.    Easements  may  be  purchased  outright,  or  the  property 
owner  may  donate  an  easement  in  return  for  certain  tax  benefits.    In  addition, 
the  Agricultural  Preservation  Restriction  program  could  be  quite  useful  in 
preserving  some  of  the  large  remaining  tracts  in  this  area. 


The  Future 

The  historic  landscape,  made  up  of  the  buildings,  structures,  and  land  of  a 
community,  portray  the  character  of  a  community.    With  the  present  development 
boom  in  Belchertown,  these  resources  and  the  character  which  they  portray  are 
in  grave  jeopardy  of  being  lost.    This  preservation  plan  presents  alternatives 
for  the  preservation  of  Bel chertown ' s  resources,  but  without  the  support  of 
the  townspeople,  preservation  cannot  be  accomplished.    The  townspeople 
themselves  must  decide  what  the  character  of  Belchertown  will  be  in  the  future 
--  a  quiet  rural  community  or  ...? 
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